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Abstract

Editorial independence remains a cornerstone of democratic journalism, ensuring that news
media can act as a credible watchdog over powerful interests. In the Indian context, this independence has
steadily eroded as a result of structural ownership concentration, economic vulnerabilities, and rising political
pressures. By drawing on the political economy of media framework, this paper explores how these forces
collectively undermine editorial autonomy. Using secondary data and prominent case studies of major Indian
media organisations, the paper shows that ownership consolidation limits pluralism, advertising dependence
incentivises self-censorship, and political interference discourages investigative journalism. The paper
concludes by recommending regulatory reforms, diversification of revenue models, and institutional measures
to strengthen editorial safeguards, thereby protecting journalism’s critical democratic role.
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Introduction

The institution of journalism is often referred to as the “fourth estate” because of its
responsibility to inform citizens, foster public debate, and hold power to account. Editorial independence,
defined as the freedom of journalists and editors to determine content without undue interference from
political, economic, or other external actors, is fundamental to this role (McQuail, 2010). In India, while the
Constitution under Article 19(1)(a) guarantees freedom of speech and expression, the reality for journalists
and editors has become increasingly challenging.

Recent data illustrate this worrying trend. The World Press Freedom Index (Reporters Without
Borders, 2023) places India 161st among 180 countries, citing threats to journalists, owner-driven editorial
interference, and pressure from both the state and corporate advertisers. Media observers and scholars argue
that the crisis is not simply the result of individual failings or isolated incidents. Instead, it emerges from the
convergence of three mutually reinforcing factors: concentrated media ownership, overdependence on
advertising revenue (particularly government advertising), and escalating political pressures including legal
and regulatory threats.

This paper argues that to understand the decline of editorial independence in India, one must
analyse the interplay of these structural, economic, and political dimensions. By applying the political
economy of media framework (Herman and Chomsky, 1988; Mosco, 2009), the paper examines how systemic
factors, rather than just editorial decisions, shape what is published or suppressed. It draws upon scholarly
literature, industry reports, and documented examples such as the acquisition of Network18 by Reliance
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Industries, tax investigations targeting NDTV, and challenges faced by digital news start-ups. In doing so, the
study aims to highlight why editorial independence is declining and what might be done to protect it.

The paper is structured into several sections. Following this introduction, it provides a literature
review outlining relevant theories and previous research. It then describes the methodology adopted for this
study. Subsequent sections examine the structural, economic, and political dimensions in detail. The analysis
section synthesises these findings, and the paper concludes with recommendations intended to support
editorial independence within the Indian news media landscape.

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

Editorial independence is commonly understood as the freedom of journalists and editors to
decide what news to cover, how to present it, and which perspectives to include, without interference from
owners, advertisers, or political actors (McQuail, 2010). It is considered essential for journalism to serve its
democratic functions of scrutiny, investigation, and representation of diverse views (Curran, 2002).

A significant body of scholarship has explored how this independence is shaped and constrained
by wider structural and economic conditions. The political economy of media approach, advanced by theorists
such as Herman and Chomsky (1988) and later developed by Mosco (2009), posits that media content cannot
be understood solely by studying editorial choices in isolation. Instead, systemic factors like ownership
patterns, advertising models, and political influence play decisive roles in shaping what is published and what
is excluded.

Herman and Chomsky’s propaganda model identifies several structural “filters” that influence
editorial decisions. Among these, concentrated ownership and reliance on advertising revenue are seen as
major constraints on critical reporting. In India, this concern has intensified over the past two decades as large
conglomerates have expanded their holdings across print, broadcast, and digital platforms. Companies such
as Reliance Industries, Bennett, Coleman & Co. Ltd. (publisher of The Times of India), and Essel Group
(owner of Zee Media) hold significant stakes in multiple segments, reducing the diversity of editorial voices
(Thakurta, 2015).

Economic vulnerabilities further weaken editorial autonomy. Indian media outlets depend
heavily on advertising revenue, which accounts for over 70 per cent of television income and around 80 per
cent of print income (FICCI-EY, 2022). A substantial share of this revenue comes from government
advertising, creating an incentive for outlets to avoid criticism of ruling parties (Freedom House, 2022). Baker
(1994) has argued that advertising dependence leads to content that is commercially attractive rather than
socially or politically significant.

Political interference in the editorial process is another well-documented issue. This interference
may be direct, such as the use of tax investigations or defamation suits against critical media houses, or
indirect, through ownership ties between media proprietors and political figures (Ninan, 2007). The NDTV
case, where the Central Bureau of Investigation launched probes against the channel’s founders, is often cited
as an illustration of how legal tools can serve as instruments of pressure (BBC, 2017).

Finally, the emergence of digital news platforms initially raised hopes for greater editorial
independence, as lower entry costs allowed new voices to enter the market. However, these platforms face
their own challenges, including economic sustainability, audience fragmentation, and recent regulatory
measures such as the 2021 Information Technology Rules that expand state oversight (Reporters Without
Borders, 2023).

Overall, the literature suggests that the erosion of editorial independence in India is driven less
by isolated editorial decisions and more by a systemic alignment of ownership concentration, economic
dependence on advertising, and political pressure. This study adopts the political economy of media as its
primary theoretical framework to examine how these forces interact to shape editorial practice.
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Methodology

This paper adopts a qualitative and interpretivist approach to explore the decline of editorial
independence within Indian news media. The study relies primarily on secondary data sources, including peer-
reviewed journal articles, books, industry reports, and credible news accounts. By analysing these materials
through the lens of the political economy of media framework, the paper seeks to identify how ownership
patterns, economic models, and political pressures together affect editorial practices.

The research involves synthesising findings from existing scholarly work by authors such as
Thakurta (2015), Mehta (2008), and Ninan (2007). It also uses data and reports from organisations including
the Press Council of India, Reporters Without Borders, Freedom House, and the Reuters Institute. To illustrate
the broader argument, the paper draws on documented case studies of prominent Indian media organisations,
such as the acquisition of Network18 by Reliance Industries and the legal cases brought against NDTV.

While the reliance on secondary data may limit the study’s capacity to capture recent,
unpublished developments within Indian newsrooms, it enables a comprehensive understanding of systemic
trends that have evolved over time. The choice of a qualitative design reflects the paper’s aim to interpret
complex relationships and contextual factors rather than to measure narrowly defined variables. Through this
method, the paper seeks to explain why editorial independence has weakened and to identify potential
solutions rooted in structural reform rather than individual editorial choices.

Structural Dimension: Ownership Concentration

One of the most significant structural challenges to editorial independence in India is the growing
concentration of media ownership. Over the past two decades, a small number of corporate groups have
acquired large stakes across television, print, and digital platforms, thereby narrowing the range of editorial
perspectives available to the public.

The case of Reliance Industries’ takeover of Network18 in 2014 is frequently cited as a turning
point. This acquisition allowed one of India’s largest conglomerates, with interests spanning energy, retail,
and telecommunications, to control a major television network. Scholars such as Thakurta (2015) and Ninan
(2007) argue that such cross-industry ownership creates conflicts of interest. Media houses under
conglomerate control may hesitate to publish stories critical of their parent companies or affiliated business
partners.

Other prominent examples include the Bennett, Coleman & Co. Ltd., which publishes The Times
of India and operates radio and television channels, and Essel Group’s Zee Media, which owns multiple
national and regional television stations. These conglomerates enjoy significant influence over public debate
because of their large audiences and advertising revenue.

Cross-media ownership further exacerbates the issue. When a single corporate entity controls
newspapers, television networks, and digital platforms, it can harmonise editorial content across formats,
reducing pluralism (Press Council of India, 2019). As a result, smaller and independent voices find it difficult
to compete, and the diversity of viewpoints in the media landscape declines.

Ownership concentration also strengthens the capacity of proprietors to shape editorial priorities
directly. Proprietors may appoint editors whose perspectives align with commercial or political interests or
may exert influence more subtly through financial and organisational policies (Mehta, 2008). In many Indian
newsrooms, senior editorial appointments are closely linked to the owners’ strategic goals.

Ultimately, the structural dimension demonstrates that editorial independence is not simply an
individual or professional choice; it is deeply embedded in the ownership patterns of the media industry. The
more concentrated and commercially diversified ownership becomes, the greater the risk that editorial
decisions will reflect corporate interests rather than public interest journalism.
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Economic Dimension: Dependence on Advertising

Beyond ownership concentration, the economic structure of India’s news media creates powerful
incentives that undermine editorial independence. Chief among these is the heavy reliance on advertising
revenue, which accounts for the vast majority of income for both print and broadcast media outlets.

According to the FICCI-EY (2022) report, advertising contributes approximately 80 per cent of
revenue for newspapers and over 70 per cent for television networks. Subscription revenue remains low
because Indian audiences have historically expected news to be inexpensive or free. As a consequence,
advertisers, rather than readers or viewers, become the primary economic stakeholders for most media
organisations.

This dependence on advertising affects editorial content in multiple ways. Firstly, it encourages
a preference for content that attracts larger audiences, which often translates into entertainment-oriented
programming or sensationalism at the expense of serious investigative journalism. Secondly, media houses
may choose to avoid coverage that could alienate key advertisers, whether these are large corporations or
government agencies (Baker, 1994).

Government advertising is particularly influential. In many Indian states, the government is
among the largest buyers of advertising space in local newspapers and regional television. Reports by Freedom
House (2022) and the Press Council of India (2019) suggest that governments have used this leverage to
reward supportive coverage or penalise critical reporting by reducing or withdrawing advertisements.

Financial vulnerability makes media houses cautious. Even without explicit instructions, editors
and journalists may anticipate advertisers’ preferences and adjust content accordingly. This phenomenon,
known as self-censorship, reduces the scope of critical journalism and narrows the public debate on issues
that matter.

The economic model also affects hiring practices and newsroom investment. When media outlets
operate under tight profit margins and rely on advertising, they may reduce spending on investigative teams
or specialised reporting, opting instead for lower-cost content such as commentary, press releases, or
syndicated material (McChesney, 2004).

Together, these economic pressures help explain why editorial independence is frequently
compromised not only through direct interference but also through systemic incentives that encourage caution,
conformity, and commercial priorities over journalistic rigour.

Political Dimension: Direct and Indirect Pressures

Political interference remains a persistent and complex threat to editorial independence in India.
It operates both directly, through legal and regulatory tools, and indirectly, via the relationships between media
proprietors and political actors.

Direct pressures often take the form of legal actions such as defamation suits, tax investigations,
or the selective application of regulatory measures. One of the most widely cited examples is the investigation
launched by the Central Bureau of Investigation against NDTV’s founders, which many observers, including
the BBC (2017), saw as politically motivated. Such cases serve as warnings to other media outlets that critical
reporting may invite costly and time-consuming legal challenges.

Defamation laws and sedition charges have also been used against journalists and media houses.
Although some cases do not result in convictions, the process itself can have a chilling effect, encouraging
editors and reporters to avoid controversial subjects. Schauer (1978) described this phenomenon as the chilling
effect, where the risk of legal sanction suppresses free expression.

Indirect pressures can arise from the close connections between media owners and political
figures. In some cases, media proprietors have been active politicians or have held party positions, raising
questions about editorial neutrality (Ninan, 2007). Even where no formal political ties exist, economic
interests such as government contracts or regulatory approvals can create incentives for owners to ensure
favourable coverage.

The allocation of government advertising also serves as a significant indirect pressure. Media
outlets critical of the government may find their advertising revenue cut, while supportive outlets receive
increased funding (Freedom House, 2022). This approach does not require overt censorship; instead, it relies
on economic levers to shape editorial choices.
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In recent years, the emergence of digital platforms initially offered the promise of greater
independence. Yet new regulatory measures, such as the Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines
and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules, 2021, have introduced fresh challenges. These rules grant government
authorities the power to demand content removal and require digital media to appoint compliance officers,
which critics argue may lead to self-censorship (Reporters Without Borders, 2023).

Overall, political pressures operate within a larger ecosystem shaped by ownership and economic
structures. They do not always need to be direct or explicit; often, the mere possibility of political retaliation
is sufficient to influence editorial decisions and discourage investigative journalism.

Analysis and Discussion

The preceding sections illustrate that the decline of editorial independence in India’s news media
is driven by an interconnected set of structural, economic, and political factors. While each factor can affect
editorial freedom on its own, it is their combined effect that most powerfully constrains journalism.

Ownership concentration limits the diversity of viewpoints by centralising control within a few
large corporate groups. When these conglomerates have interests in other sectors such as energy,
telecommunications, or real estate, there is an inherent conflict between commercial priorities and the
watchdog function of journalism. Editors may face pressure, direct or subtle, to avoid stories that could affect
the parent company’s wider business interests (Thakurta, 2015).

Economic dependence on advertising revenue reinforces these pressures. Because most media
houses rely on advertisers rather than readers for financial sustainability, they are incentivised to produce
content that maximises audience numbers rather than challenges powerful interests. Government advertising
deepens this dependency by making political approval a financial necessity. The result is a commercial
environment that favours cautious reporting and entertainment-driven content over investigative journalism
(Baker, 1994; McChesney, 2004).

Political pressures add another layer of complexity. The use of legal tools such as defamation
suits and tax investigations serves not only to punish individual media houses but also to signal to the wider
industry the risks of critical reporting. Additionally, the personal or business connections between media
proprietors and politicians can undermine editorial independence even in the absence of overt censorship.
These dynamics align with Herman and Chomsky’s (1988) concept of structural “filters” that shape news
content in ways favourable to powerful interests.

The interaction of these three dimensions creates a media environment where self-censorship
becomes a rational choice. Editors and journalists may internalise expectations about what topics or angles
are acceptable, leading to a narrowing of public debate even without direct interference. This subtle form of
control is often more effective than overt censorship because it operates within the daily routines and
economic imperatives of news production.

The consequences for democratic discourse are significant. When media fail to critically
examine government policies, corporate practices, or social injustices, citizens are left with incomplete
information. Public debate becomes polarised, and misinformation or partisan narratives can fill the gap left
by absent investigative journalism.

The emergence of digital media has not fundamentally changed these dynamics. While online
platforms initially offered new spaces for independent journalism, they too face challenges from advertising
dependency, audience fragmentation, and increasingly restrictive regulations. Recent rules governing digital
content, such as the Information Technology Rules, 2021, have introduced new avenues for state oversight,
raising fresh concerns about editorial freedom (Reporters Without Borders, 2023).

Taken together, these findings suggest that safeguarding editorial independence in India requires
more than individual ethical commitment by journalists. It necessitates structural reforms, economic
diversification, and legal protections that collectively reduce the influence of commercial and political power
over editorial decisions.
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Conclusion and Recommendations

This paper has examined how editorial independence in India’s news media has declined due to
the combined effects of structural ownership concentration, economic dependence on advertising, and
political pressures. Using the political economy of media framework, the analysis demonstrates that these
factors are not isolated but instead reinforce each other, shaping editorial choices in ways that ultimately limit
the scope of critical journalism.

Ownership concentration reduces the diversity of perspectives, as large conglomerates often
have wider business interests that can conflict with investigative reporting. Heavy reliance on advertising
revenue, especially from government sources, incentivises media outlets to avoid content that could jeopardise
financial support. Meanwhile, political pressures, ranging from legal actions to informal influence through
proprietor connections, create an environment in which self-censorship becomes an almost inevitable editorial
strategy.

The consequences of this erosion are profound. Citizens receive less rigorous scrutiny of political
and corporate power, public debate narrows, and misinformation or partisan narratives gain ground. The
problem, as the evidence shows, is systemic rather than simply the result of individual editorial choices.

To address these challenges, several reforms are needed. Firstly, policies should aim to reduce
ownership concentration and encourage greater media pluralism. Stronger cross-media ownership regulations
and transparency requirements about ownership structures can help achieve this. Secondly, media outlets
should diversify revenue streams beyond advertising, such as developing subscription models, crowdfunding,
or philanthropic support. Although challenging, reducing dependency on advertisers would give editors more
freedom to pursue critical stories.

Thirdly, legal reforms are essential to protect journalists and media houses from politically
motivated litigation. Clear safeguards against the misuse of defamation and sedition laws, coupled with
judicial oversight of tax investigations targeting media organisations, could reduce the chilling effect that
currently limits robust reporting. Additionally, the implementation of internal editorial codes and the
establishment of independent ombudsmen can strengthen self-regulation and protect editorial decisions from
owner interference.

Finally, media literacy initiatives and public awareness campaigns can help audiences
understand why editorial independence matters and support outlets that uphold these standards. In the long
run, an informed and engaged public is one of the strongest defences against the decline of independent
journalism.

In conclusion, the decline of editorial independence in India reflects deep structural, economic,
and political forces that must be addressed collectively. Protecting the media’s role as a democratic watchdog
will require both policy reform and a cultural commitment to editorial freedom as a public good.
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